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n or about December 1910,” Virginia Woolf once said,

“human character changed.” This hyperbole contains
a kernel of truth. Around the turn of the century a
fundamental cultural transformation occurred within the
educated strata of Western capitalist nations. In the United States as
elsewhere, the bourgeois ethos had enjoined perpetual work, compul-
sive saving, civic responsibility, and a rigid morality of self-denial. By
the early twentieth century that outlook had begun to give way to a new
set of values sanctioning periodic leisure, compulsive spending, apolit-
ical passivity, and an apparently permissive (but subtly coercive) moral-
ity of individual fulfillment. The older culture was suited to a
production-oriented society of small entrepreneurs; the newer culturev
epitomized a consumption-oriented society dominated by bureaucratic
corporations. ' P

It is easy to exaggerate the suddenness or completeness of this
transformation. Early on it occurred primarily within the official norms
and expectations of the dominant social groups—and even there it was
halting and only half conscious. Further, a producer orientation sur-
vived in the consumer culture, though it was cast in a secular mold. By
the 1920s, among the American bourgeoisie, the newly dominant con-
sumer culture was a muddle of calculated self-control and spontaneous
gratification.

Focusing on the United States, this essay aims to explore the role
of national advertising in this complex cultural transformation. Since
the subject is too large for comprehensive treatment here, what follows
will attempt to be suggestive rather than exhaustive—to indicate a new
approach to the history of American advertising, which has long re-
mained a barren field. Aside from in-house or administrative histories,
there is little to choose from. The few historians who have addressed
the subject in recent years tend to fall into two opposing camps, best
represented by Daniel Boorstin and Stuart Ewen. Boorstin thoughtfully
sketches some moral and emotional dilemmas in the culture of con-
sumption, but he ignores power relations. To him advertising is an
expression of impersonal technological, economic, and social forces.
Ewen, on the other hand, can see nothing but power relations. To him
the consumer is the product of a conspiracy hatched by corporate ex-
ecutives in the bowels of the Ministry of Truth, then imposed with
diabolical cleverness on a passive population. Neither Ewen nor Boor-
stin grasps the complex relationship between power relations and
changes in values—or between advertisers’ changing strategies and the
cultural confusion at the turn of the century.?

My point here is obvious but usually overlooked: Advertising cans;
not be considered in isolation. Its role in promoting a consumer culture |
Z can only be understood within a network of institutional, religious, and |
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Tl.‘ «ULTURE OF CONSUMPTION

'HE EMERGENCE OF A THERAPEUTIC ETHOS

l'he origins of the therapeutic ethos are too complex to describe 1.
letail here. In part, its genesis involved the professionalization and
srowing authority of medicine. That process had been under way at
east since the early antebellum era, when health reformers sprouted
ike mushrooms, linking medical with moral standards of value. But
luring the late nineteenth century, medical prestige became far more
irmly established. While urban ministers’ authority waned, doctors of
»ody-and mind became proféssionalized into therapeutic élites. This
meant a growth in influence nét only for tiadifional M. D.s but also for
neurologists, psychologists, social, scientists with panaceas for a sick
ociety, and even for mind curists on the penumbra of respectability.
Ministers and other moralists began increasingly to conform to medical
nodels in making judgments and dispensing advice.®

But besides the rise of medical authority, there was a subtler pro-
ess at work as well. For the educated bourgeoisie in the late nineteenth
entury, reality itself began to seem problematic, something to be
sought rather than merely lived. A dread of unreality, a yearning to
xperience intense “real life” in all its forms—these emotions were
lifficult to chart but nonetheless pervasive and important. They ener-
rized the spgggd_g_f_wcllgle?%t_ic_gfhos, underlay the appeal of much
1ational advertising, and mobilized a market. for_commodified mass
imusements. They formed, in short, the psychological impetus for the
ise of the consumer culture.

These feelings of unreality constitute a huge subject in their own
ight. In No Place of Grace 1 attempted to document these elusive
motions, to locate their origins in specific social and cultural changes

luring the late nineteenth century, and to connect the spreading sense

f unreality with the emergence of a therapeutic world view. In the
1ext few pages I must compress that argument without, I hope, losing
ight of its full complexity. To begin: Feelings of unreality stemmed
rom urbanization and technological development; from the rise of an
ncreasingly interdependent market economy; and from the seculari-
ration of liberal Protestantism among its educated and affluent devo-
ees.

The first and simplest source of a sense of unreality was the urban- -

ndustrial transformation of the nineteenth century. Changes in mate-
rial life bred changes in moral perception. As Americans fled the
surveillance of the village, they encountered the anonymity of the city.
Escape was liberating but also disturbing, as any reader of late-nine-
teenth-century literature knows. William Dean Howells, himself a ref-
ugee from village tedium, sensed the corrosive impact of urban life on

.
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personal identity. In Howells's A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890), his
protagonist Basil March notes that the “solvent” of life in the metropolis
seemed to bring out the “deeply underlying nobody” in everyone. Yet
there was more to the change than urban malaise. During the second
half of the nineteenth century, technological advance brought unprec-
edented comfort and convenience to the more privileged sectors of the
urban bourgeoisie. To affluent Americans reared with the agrarian bias
of republican moralism, urban “luxury” could be a symptom of “over-
civilization” as well as a sign of progress. Freed from the drudgery of
farm life, they were also increasingly cut off from the hard, resistant
reality of things. Indoor plumbing, central heating, and canned foods
were pleasant amenities but made life seem curiously insubstantial; they
contributed to what Daniel Boorstin has peicéptively called “the thin-
ner life of things.” Complaints about prepackaged artificiality may seem
a recent and faddish development, but as early as 1909 cultural com-
mentators were lamenting “the Era of Predigestion,}" which had ren-
dered vigorous, firsthand experience obsolete. According” to The
Atlantic Monthly, “The world is by degrees getting ready to lie abed all
day and transact its business.” Yet this ease of life had not produced
healthy people; on the contrary, the most comfortable people were also
the most anxious, the most likely to fall victim to “our now universal
disorder, nervous prostration.”?

“Nervous prostration” or neurasthenia were shorthand terms for
the immobilizing depressions that plagued many among the urban
bourgeoisie during the late nineteenth century and after. While de-
scriptions of neurasthenia varied, they were united by their emphases
on the neurasthenic’s paralysis of will, his sense that he was no longer
able to plunge inito “thé vital currents of life,” his feeling that life had
become somehow unreal.8

Technological change alone could not account for such extreme
symptoms. There was another and equally mundane source: the spread
of an interdependent national market economy. Besides distributing
the tinned meat, condensed milk, and other “modern conveniences”
that insulated people from primary experience, the national market laid
claim to venerable concepts of the self. As more and more people
became enmeshed in the market’s web of interdependence, liberal
ideals of autonomous selfhood became ever more difficult to sustain.
For entrepreneurs as well as wageworkers, financial rise or ruin came
to depend on policies formulated far away, on situations beyond the
individual’s control. And by the 1890s, as Alfred D. Chandler and a
host of economic historians have made clear, the large, bureaucrati-
cally organized corporation was becoming the dominant model for
businessmen who sought to organize the national market. Jobs were
becoming more specialized, more interdependent; personal autonomy
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was becoming more problematic. It was not surprising that believers in
self-made manhood grew uneasy. Even the privileged ones fretted over
“Our Lost Individuality” as they pondered the coming of a mass society.
“We are a mass,” an Atlantic writer complained in 1909. “As a whole,
we have lost the capacity for separate selfhood.”®

As self-made manhood became ever more chimerical, the mean-
ing of success began subtly to change. In a society increasingly domi-
nated by bureaucratic corporations, one dealt with people rather than
things; “personal magnetism” began to replace character as the key to
advancement. In advice literature after 1900, as Warren Susman has
observed, success seemed less often a matter of mastering one’s physical
environment or plodding diligently at one’s trade, more often a matter

of displaying one’s poise among a crowd. The author of Personality:
How To Build It (1916) advised his readers to “be original but retain the
esteem of others” and to “love company, widen your connections.” At
work and at home, behavior became more finely attuned to the ubiq-
uitous presence of “others.” 1°
{ As,_gggcess became more dependent on evanescent “impression
\ anagement, " selfhood lost coherence. The older ethic had required
dherence to an internalized morality of self-control; repressive as this
“inner-direction” had béen, it helped to sustain a solid core of selfhood.
The newer ethic of “other-direction” undermined that solidity by pre-
senting the self as an empty vessel to be filled and refilled according to
the expectations of others and the needs of the moment. After the turn
of the century, success manuals increasingly prescribed what the soci-
ologist David Riesman has called “modes of manipulating the self in
order to manipulate others.” The successful man or woman had “no
clear core of self” (in Riesman’s words), only a set of social masks."

The notion of social masks had been abroad for centuries, but
Americans had nearly always assumed the existence of a “simple, gen-
uine self” beneath the layers of convention. By the turn of the century,
for many Americans, that assumption was no longer tenable. From
lowbrow success literature to the empyrean realm of theory (in the work
of William James and George Herbert Mead), Americans began to
imagine a self that was neither simple nor genuine, but fragmented and
socially constructed. As Howells wrote in 1890, the human personality
seemed like an onion which was “nothing but hulls, that you keep
peeling off, one after another, till you think you have got down to the
heart at last, and then you have got down to nothing.”"?

This feeling of inner emptiness was not confined to literati like
Howells; it pervaded much of the educated bourgeoisie. One can sense
it in many aspects of Victorian culture: in the immobilized depressions
of neurasthenics, in youthful seekers’ yearnings to “be a real person,”
in all the anxious earnestness which often seemed—by the late nine-

J:

FROM SALVATION TO SELF-REALIZATION

teenth century—to lack clear focus or direction. The autonomous self,
long a linchpin of liberal culture, was being rendered unreal—not only
by the growth of an interdependent market but also by a growing aware-
ness of the constraints that unconscious or inherited drives placed on
individual choice. As the educated public grew fascinated with “The
Loss of Personality,” multiple “selves,” and other mysteries unearthed
by psychiatrists, conventional definitions of “will power” began to seem
oversimplified and familiar feelings of selfhood began to seem obso-
lete.B

The declipe of autonomous selfhood lay at the heart of the mod-
ern sense of unreality. Withiout a solid sense of self to deny or control,
standards blurred and Victorian moral boundaries grew indistinct. Yet
the internalized injunction to “produce” remained. The result was anx-
ious busyness. The magazines of the 1880s and after were full of com-
plaints about “overpressure” in businessmen, housewives, and even
schoolchildren. For some, repression seemed pointless but remained a
psychic necessity. It was not surprising that the sufferers from “over-
pressure” often took to their beds with nervous prostration. Victorian
imperatives persisted while their religious and even ethical sanctions
faded.” = ,

These difficulties were exaggerated by the sorry state of liberal
theology. As Nietzsche had predicted, “with the decline of Christianity
it will seem for a time as if all things had become weightless.” Isolated
and idiosyncratic as Nietzsche may seem, his observation aptly caught
the platitudinous vagueness, the sheer banality of much late-Victorian
Protestantism. And, as 1 tried to show in No Place of Grace, many late
Victorians would have agreed with his characterization of their culture.
Indeed, a feeling that one can call “weightlessness” reinforced the
spreading sense of unreality among the educated bourgeoisie. As liberal

“Protestantismn became assimilated to the secular creed of progress, as
Satan became an Evil Principle and hell a metaphor, the preferred
personal style shifted from shrill earnestness to formulized benevo-
lence.

Religious beliefs have historically played a key role in defining an
individual’s sense of reality. Without distinct frameworks of meaning,
reality itself becomes problematic; the individual slides into normless-
ness, or anomie. It would be a gross exaggeration to assert that many
educated late Victorians had reached that point. Most still celebrated
liberal Protestantism as the best of all possible religions. Yet behind the
paeans to spiritual progress there were many glimmerings of doubt.
Numerous editorialists wondered whether the decline of orthodoxy had
lessened intensity of conviction and endangered moral standards. The
bicentennial of Jonathan Edwards’ birth in 1903 stirred a Century writer
to comment that while “the rigid atmosphere of old-fashioned ortho-

=
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doxy” had produced “moral giants,” the more relaxed religious beliefs
of the twentieth century seemed unable to match that achievement.
People seemed more tolerant of others’ beliefs but less committed to
their own. By the turn of the century such observations were common
among the educated professionals who wrote for prominent magazines.
It is possible to hazard some generalizations about religious experience
among the late-Victorian bourgeoisie: As supernatural beliefs waned,
ethical convictions grew more supple; experience lost gravity and began
to seem “weightless.” '

In all, the modern sense of unreality stemmed from extraordinar-
ily various sources and generated complex effects. Technological
change isolated the urban bourgeoisie from the hardness of life on the
land; an interdependent and increasingly corporate economy circum-
scribed autonomous will and choice; a softening Protestant theology
undermined commitments and blurred ethical distinctions. Yet a pro-
duction ethos persisted: Self-control became merely a tool for secular
achievement; success began to occur in a moral and spiritual void.

It was no wonder, then, that so many young Americans who came
of age at the turn of the century found themselves gasping for air in
their parents’ Victorian homes, no wonder they yearned to fling open
the doors and experience “real life” in all its dimensions. Among the
educated bourgeoisie, this quest for “real life” was the characteristic
psychic project of the age. It energized the settlement house move-
ment, as legions of sheltered young people searched in the slums for
the intense experience they felt they had been denied at home; it lay
behind Van Wyck Brooks’s attack on the anemia of American culture;
it provoked Randolph Bourne’s insistence that ossified school curricula
be replaced by “education for living.” This reverence for “life” as a
value in itself was a new development in American cultural history.-
Never before had so many people felt that reality was throbbing with
vitality, pulsating with unspeakable excitement, and always just out of
reach. And, most important for my purposes, the feeling of unreality
helped to generate longings for bodily vigor, emotional intensity, and a
revitalized sense of selfhood."

These new emotional needs underlay the shift in moral climate
that began to occur during the late nineteenth century. At its most
mundane, this change involved a loosening of the work ethic in re-
sponse to “overpressure,” a growing acceptance of what William James
called “The Gospel of Relaxation” among educated business and

rofessional people as well as factory and clerical workers. While avant-
garde bohemians dramatized the appeal of life in extremis, captains of
a nascent “leisure industry” played to the yearning for intense experi-
ence at all social levels. They commodified titillation at cabarets and in
amugement parks; they catered to the anxious businessman as well as
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the bored shop girl; they assimilated immigrants and WASPs in a new
mass audience. Roller coasters, exotic dancers, and hootchy-kootchy
girls all promised temporary escapes to a realm of intense experience,
far from the stuffy unreality of bourgeois culture. In more elevated
tones, social theorists spoke to the same emotional needs: Attacking
Victorian repression, men like Walter Lippmann and Simon Nelson
Patten set about “the task of civilizing our impulses by creating fine
opportunities for their expression” within the new corporate system.
Intense experience was their philosopher’s stone, anxious boredom
their implacable enemy. '

But if the flight from unreality ranged widely, it was most clearly
embodied in the therapeutic ethos. By looking more closely at thera-
peutic ideals, we can more clearly map out the territory claimed by
therapists and advertisers alike. To a bourgeoisie suffering from identity
diffusion and inner emptiness, the creators of the therapeutic ethos
offered harmony, vitality, and the hope of self-realization. The paths to

e g

sue emotional fulfillment and endless “growth” through intense expe-
rience. These approaches were united by several assumptions: an
implicit nostalgia for the vigorous health allegedly enjoyed by farmers,
children, and others “cloge.tn natuze”; a belief that expert advice could
enable one to recover'that vigor without fundamental social change;
and a tacit conviction that self-realization was the largest aim of human
existence. This last assumption was the most important: Whether one
sought self-realization through controlled or spontaneous experience,
commitments outside the self shrank to meet the seeker’s immediate
emotional requirements. Rooted in largely personal dilemmas, the ther-
apeutic ethos nevertheless provided a secular world view that well

- suited the interests of corporate proprietors and managers in the emerg-

ing culture.

. The older form of the therapeutic ethos had existed since early-
Victorian times. It promoted a defensive, maintenance-oriented strat-
egy toward psychic and physical health. This prudential attitude
marked many early remedies for neurasthenia. The neurologist Silas
Weir Mitchell designed a “rest cure” to “fatten” and “redden” his pa-
tients; others, like George Miller Beard and Mary Putnam Jacobi, sim-
ply counseled the careful hoarding of physical and emotional capital.
Physicians and laymen alike resorted to money metaphors. In a Good
Housekeeping story of 1885 a healthy lady remarked of her neurasthenic
sister that “Louisa lived on her principal of strength, I on my interest
. the secret of health, as of wealth, is to lay up a little each day.”
Similar analogies persisted well into the twentieth century. Dr. Harvey
W. Wiley, president of Good Housekeeping’s “League for Longer Life,”
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told readers in 1920 that “thousands have written for the League’s ques-
tionnaire which will enable them to find out just where their health
account stands—whether they may draw on it for many years or
whether it is about to be closed out.” The improvident faced bankruptcy
if they failed to heed their investment counselors.?

This prudential attitude toward health rested on assumptions of
physical and psychic scarcity. Children as well as adults were warned
to conserve their energies; even babies faced psychic ruin if they be-
came overexcited while at play. The older form of therapy, with its
frequent money metaphors and its insistence on careful husbanding of
resources, expressed the persistent production orientation within the
dominant culture. The Victorian morality of self-control was surviving,
but on a secular basis. Therapists counseled prudence because it pro-
moted well-being in this world, not salvation in the next.

Yet by the 1890s there was a growing sense that health might not.
be exclusively a matter of moderation. Alongside the prudential “scar-

city therapy” an exuberant “abundance therapy” began to appear.
Charging that the prudent man was only half alive, abundance therapy
sromised to reach untapped reservoirs of energy and open the way to a
‘icher, fuller life. More directly and aggressively than scarcity therapy,
ibundance therapy offered bracing relief from the stifling sense of un-
eality.

Assumptions of psychic abundance marked a wide variety of cul: -

ural figures. Annie Payson Call, a popular self-help writer, counseled
ieurasthenics to achieve Power Through Repose (1891 ): Instead of fight-
1g fatigue, she advised, yield to it; instead of remaining constrained by
sham emotions” and “morbid self-consciousness,” emulate the healthy
aby who “lets himself go” with unconscious ease. “The most intense

ifferers from nervous prostration,” Call wrote, “are those who sup- .

ress any sign of their feeling.” Contrary to the prudential view, Call
elieved that one could actually increase psychic energy through emo-
onal release. She won a wide readership that included William James,
ho was fascinated by “The Energies of Men” and eager to explore
setrines of psychic abundance ranging from mind-cure to psychoa-
Wlysis.?

James’s rival, the psychologist and educator G. Stanley Hall, was
en more preoccupied by instinctual and emotional vitality. Like
mes, Hall drew on Bergson, Freud, and other European sources in
rmulating a vitalist critique of late-Victorian culture. His Adolescence
304) was a paean to the spontaneity of the budding youth; his Jesus,

e Christ, in the Light of Psychology (1917) presented his subject as an

olescent superman, strikingly handsome and brimming with enthu-
sm—a model for bourgeois revitalization. World War 1 provoked
i}l to his fullest statement of therapeutic ideals. In Morale (1920), Hall

FROM SALVATION TO SELF-REALIZATION

argued that the war had proven the bankruptcy of the old criteria of
right and wrong. It was time to replace morality with morale, which he
defined as “the cult of condition”—of feeling “alive, well, young,
strong, buoyant, and exuberant, with animal spirits at the top notch.”
Morale “is found wherever the universal hunger for more life is getting
its fill,” Hall wrote. “The great religious, especially the Christian
founders who strove to realize the Kingdom of God, that is, of man
here and now, are perhaps the world’s very best illustration of mo-
rale.”?

Despite Hall's rehgxous language, the tendency of his thought was
fundamentally secular. He asserted that the Kingdom of God exalted
“man here and now”; he believed that “more life” has its own reward.
This was a typical pattern in the expression of therapeutic ideals: Clouds
of religiosity obscured a growing preoccupation with worldly well-being.
This pattern emerged most clearly among liberal Protestant ministers.
Convinced that they were using psychology to renew spirituality, they
unwittingly hastened the drift toward a more secular society. To be
sure, religion has always had a therapeutic dimension; the “cure of
souls” was an ancient Christian tradition. But in the Protestant pro-
nouncements of the early twentieth century, psyche sometimes dis-
placed soul; a larger supernatural purpose sometimes faded from view.

Among the most influential Protestant therapists were the Epis-
copal ministers Elwood Worcester and Samuel McComb, who joined
with the psychiatrist Isador Coriat to found the Emmanuel Movement.
In 1908, at their Boston church, they began to use hypnotism and
autosuggestion in an attempt to heal disorders of body and mind among
their parishioners. The Emmanuel Movement was founded at a propi-
tious moment: Popular fascination with mysticism, mind cure, and
depth psychology had reached unprecedented heights. News of the
Emmanuel Movement's success spread quickly; soon other healing cen-
ters opened in New York, Chicago, Newark, Buffalo, Cleveland, and
Northampton, Massachusetts. By stressing the therapeutic value of
“unseen spiritual powers,” the movement spoke directly to the bour-
geois need for “more life.” “We possess in our religion,” its leaders
claimed, “the greatest of all therapeutic agents, if only we deal with it
sincerely.” In their preoccupation with unlocking “the potentiality of
human life” and their tendency to reduce religion to a “therapeutic
agent,” the Emmanuel founders anticipated the difficulties of much
contemporary Christianity. Responding sympathetically to their trou-
bled flocks, they unknowingly accelerated the secularizing process.

The same difficulty can be seen at the apex of liberal Protestant-
ism, in the thought of Harry Emerson Fosdick. By the 1920s Fosdick

was probably the most influential Protestant moralist in the Umted
States (at least among urban liberals). He was a brilliant meaetom o
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a serious thinker; he certainly cannot be reduced to a blgnd apologist
for therapeutic ideals. Yet Fosdick too was c_aught up in the moral
confusion he sought to alleviate. And at times his pronouncements may
have undermined the Christian faith he wanted to preserve. Faced with
the challenge of positivism on one hand and fgndamentahsm on the
other, Fosdick did as liberal theologians before him had done. He opted
for accommodation with modernity. While hg sometimes assaulted self-
absorption, the overall thrust of his preaching (at lea.st through the
1920s) was to provide religious sanctions for an emerging therapeutic
ethos. Like Hall, Fosdick stressed Jesus’s physical V{ta'hty. and cox?ﬁ-
dence in human potential. The starting point of.Chnstlamty, Fosd'lck
claimed, was not an otherworldly faith but a faith in huma,n persona]{ty.
“Not an outward temple, but the inward shrine of man’s personality,

with all its possibilities and powers, is . . . infinitely sacred.” By the

1920s that view had become a liberal commonplace.'z’ B

An empbhasis on the sanctity of human potentlgl l‘?d to a redefini-
tion of religion. Flaying formalistic Christiamt‘y _for its epdless unreal-
ity and hypocrisy,” Fosdick charged that “religion an.d.llfe have been
drifting apart.” As a result, “multitudes of peop’!e are hymg not bad but
frittered lives—split, scattered, uncoordinated.” To rellfa\{e this sense of
fragmentation, Fosdick called for an Adventurous. Religion (}926) that
“will furnish an inward spiritual dynamic for radiant and tngmphant
living.” According to Fosdick, every religious custom and doctrmg must
pass two tests: “First: is it intelligently defensxb!e; Second: does it con-
tribute to man’s abundant life?” The problem, in other yvords, was not
morality but morale. Like other religious leaders, Fosdick unwnttmglzzl
transformed Protestant Christianity into a form of abundancg therapy.

Yet the advocates of psychic abundance could not entirely muffle
the voice of prudence, even within themselves. Fosdxck exalted char-
acter, will, and restraint as paths to abundant life; Hall warned that
“those guilty of [sexual] self-indulgence have less reserve to draw on for
any emergency”; Call insisted that her lgrgest purposes were efh-
ciency” and “true self-control.” The emerging therapeutic ethos was a
muddle of spontaneity and calculation.? N

This coexistence of abundance therapy with vestigial prud(?nce
surfaced clearly in the work of Luther S. Gulick—YMCA organizer,
founder of the Campfire Girls, and apostle of The Efficient Life (1907).
While Gulick frequently characterized health as the carefgl manage-
ment of scarce resources, for him the efficient life was ultxrpately the
exuberant life. He warned men that mere freedorr{ from“dlsease was
inadequate; to be “men of power” they must _cultlvate tremendous
vitality.” He warned women that “children inevitably grow away 'fr_orr,l’
mothers who do not keep themselves growing and their lives vivid.

e
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Avoiding constipation, taking regular exercise, thinking “strong and
happy thnghts" before bedtime—for Gulick these were not only de-
fensive strategies but paths to “full living” and “continuous growth.”
There was no larger purpose in life.

This fascination with “growth” as an end in itself linked Gulick
not only with many other abundance therapists but also with a wide
range of other cultural figures. Self-help advisers, social scientists, pop-
ular literati, and the avant-garde all began to elevate becoming over
being, the process of experience over its goal or result. Some employed
fashionable evolutionary analogies. “The true and living god,” Hall
wrote enthusiastically in 1920, “is the developmental urge.” Others ex-
pressed conventional wisdom less self-consciously. The poet Ella
Wheeler Wilcox, for example, warned in 1894 that “to love is to know
happiness but not contentment, rapture but not peace, exhilaration but
not satisfaction; for contentment means inertia, peace means stagna-
tion, and satisfaction means satiety, and these three cannot exist where
Love is.” A dread of stasis affected many among the educated bour-

geoisie.?’

The worship of growth and process in the therapeutic ethos was
closely allied with other transformations in American culture: a “revolt
against formalism” among social scientists; a “revolution in manners

" and morals” among the middle and upper classes generally; the rise of

a leisure ethic for those subject to a regimented workplace. At the most
obvious level, the therapeutic injunction to “let go” eased adjustment
to the rhythms of life under corporate capitalism. Hall, for example,
assumed that modern work would be degrading and that workers there-
fore needed regular bouts of revitalizing leisure. “Everyone, especially
those who lead the drab life of the modern toiler, needs and craves an
occasional ‘good time,” ” he acknowledged. “Indeed we all need to glow,
tingle, and feel life intensely now and then.” According to therapists
like Hall (and social theorists like Lippmann), liberation should occur
in homeopathic doses. Even self-styled “philosophers of play” like Gu-
lick argued that play impulses should be organized and channeled in
“healthy” directions. Private spontaneity promoted public adjustment
to bureaucratic authority.? ,

Even in the private realm, liberationist ideals concealed a coercive
moral imperative. The therapeutic ethos implied not only that one
ought to pursue health single-mindedly but also that one ought to be
continuously exuding personal magnetism and the promise of ever
more radiant, wholesome living. The coerciveness of the “ought” came
less often from an internalized moral code and more often from the
expectations of others; but the coerciveness was still there, wedded to
ideals like “growth” and “spontaneity” that proved vague and elusive.



9y uonuaye siy um of, ‘SUUIN[OD patuids ur passeur $1o8j puesnoy) ayy
1340 Apysy swirys 1apea1 [1adedsmou] sSerane 9, 184} 068 W pajou
U s21und [euinol spen °U], "un1 ayj uo pue 9jouwa; A[Buiseaour
Sem Jey) orjqnd Suidnq e suidewt o} uegaq SI9SIBAPE ‘9J1] Jo suoyIpuos

v SOH.LA OLLNAJVIHLL
dH.L ANV SHIDALVYLS ONISLLIAIAQY

’

‘I umou
PeY A5y 1 pakewsip U93q aAey pinom Auew g ‘uoyerndod _:..o.:m::/w~
2y} Fuoure uonidiosqe-jias snorxue ue PUE Wj[edy jo uoidipai-opnasd
e szueindod o3 padjay $19s19Ape [euoneu ‘dnosg [B100s 19yj0 Aue se
Yyonur sy “uoneziear-jos 10§ 3s20b s53]pus 5 9oUpNE 119y} pajerspaooe
sa13arens nay jnq ‘Ponpoad renonied v [12S 03 sem uonuajur Ajuo 1raryy

os[e nq  Ansnpur SINSISY, Jusdseu 343 jo sureydes pue ‘syst109Yy) |etoos
.ﬁm_:m._ao%a Aq Ajuo jou 21IN3NO IdWNSU0d duidiswo Y} UI $3)1[3 ssau
-Isnq pue onnadesayy Yioq 4q pajeqiunisse axom oudLIadx3 asuayur pue
POOYj[as pajerdauiar 10§ s3uiduoj jey) stjurod urewr 05 ing ‘suonendse

Passaippe Adeiayy ouepunqe ‘sarjarxue Passaippe Adeiayy Ajoreog ‘pat

-Oljer Aq pajoryur spunom Y} {83y 03 pastwiord oy ounadesayy oy,
"douduadxs fenyuds 10 ‘[euonows ‘Tedisdyd suUUI Woy Jo o u93q
PeY 45y jey) pue ‘pautunrapun 3uq sem Kuouojne JO 35uds IeNIUIRY

oYl JO wm oy Ag . [om se OJI 1duur siy 12a0 Apjeunnn pue jusw
“UOIAUS [eUId)XD S UBW 190 [073U0d donewayshs j19xa 0) RELEYIR I

ZOT.-.Q.—A«.mz;mJMm OL NOILVA1YS WOY4

4/

2/

4q paquosap jsiy ‘o359 3uimossd SY}—a1mnd jo uonezijeuoyes ayj
isutede uonoear uy pajoor sem Soyse onnadesay; ay, :dn wmns o 1
) z¢"9owioid
03 Suidjey sem 3 sagueyd oy 4q PI[Hasun ssep e jo suonorpenyuos
9} patoutw ‘poys ur ‘soyye ounaderayy oy, ‘Pooyjnpe st0a3inoq
Pue 3dusoouur [edipso-axd ‘dueape [esigojouyosy pue 3oead [eio)
-sed pajuem sistdexoy |, -opi ueqin uispou jo  ssaurysnui,, ay3 jsurede
PaYBteAuI oINS “ [y € st SH[INPE Yomym woiy s0e1 ayj jo asipeled ay
st,, ‘9j01m ey « POOYP[IYD, ‘a1njeu 3O 93eys SYIP[IYD e 10§ sBuiureak
19y} ‘o1 feini jo SSoulyeay sy 10§ uonenwpe Tayy Lo usspows oy
30 ISnusIp ydYyy ul—s19y30 Auew PUe ‘eD “Yoyno ‘rey ur paoeuns
juswuas ey, ‘eid[ejsou ojur paddyfs Aoy “ysed sy jo puey parn
“qHM dy3 jjo Suyse)) paysisiad JUSIUOOSIP S3e0tdUl ‘saA[aswIaYy siside
~1943 uoute uaAy “Buidjsiesun paurewas YIno13 jo paa1d ayy 3o g
¢ WAO[249p d1wou0os se [[9M Se [euos1ad payooiq sayjesoy
Bljiurey ‘pue say [e13saduy “Ayinunjuoo Ajiutey ur paulysus Arowsw
[eUOsIad oy [[om se panjeAsp £sy; ‘Arowsw [BIM[ND 9A13531d 03 pausis
~9p suonipen pue swosnd oy sumnpeasq ‘941 jo seare djewjul jsowr
943 03 5193345 s) parafsueny pue ssaigoid JO P331d 9y} paceiquis Aay,
‘Ised ay) jo (uoissaidox 3y1 4Aes yysur suo) 3uRasio) oYy pafernoous
sisiderayy Sduepunqe ‘yjmois jeuosiad 3uipusun Suigin £q puy "sanjea
[BIOoW jo yo01paq Aue 10} sampiqissod sunuzapun o) pPapuay ‘(sysyua
~198 [B100s  Jsieuliojnue, N1 sisiderayy aduepunqe ‘sasodind djewiyn
3umieasp Ag "S9A[PsWIdY} ut spua se ssao01d PUE 13M013 jo diysiom ay)
Sem soyye ounaderayy ayy jo padse 9AISO1100 Jsow 2y Appjewnyn
0¢"SSAUSSIIYS1om
a1our paonpoid ssaussapySrom jsurege uonaeal ayj ‘feueq spew jounys
~ul SuWIed3q pajeraqry Jounsuy UOHEZIJIAID pue ounsur usamyaq PIguod
[yured ayy passiwsip Aoy} puy ‘snowsuooun uewny sy} ur sgurfuoj
dlqenesut ay) pue sage1 Sutiomo; 94} opise pasem sjsideray Jouepunqe
‘asay} ay1j suoniasse HHA | 'ssausnorasuod Supjem ino UBy} [IAS woy
19314 pue 121nd st ‘uonysaggns Ul 9ALOE Jsout oy st aa1[aq | yorym ‘putut
Snosuodqns ayy jey; st $14} 105 uosear sy} uoruido fw uJ -ssassod
10U S90p 323lqns Furyem sy Yoy ‘purut jo Loeodijap e u3jjo ‘rouoy pue
Hing jo ssuss 1oysSiy e ‘Burpasy jo JUSWSBUYRI 1938313 ‘sannoey [eiow
23 Jo uonessps ue si sisoudAy ur aa13sqo am ieym [pue] * - - s1njeu
[enjuads 1no jo j1ed [euttou e S! puit snorosuodqns ay |, :pres 3y uaym
M3TA uounod e passardxa 19159010A4 pooM[y “opis 1ax1ep Sy 3uifusp
Aq 931 [eyoUySUT 2IBI3qI] 03 Jy3nos sysideray douepunge ‘pood ay se
[eInjeU 3y Butuyac “Aji[eueq pasearour Jo 3dud ayy je swes Ayerows
dAissa1dal jo Jutuasoof 1PM se wajqord 1ayuny e sem adYy |,
&' SI[OID ut Appgewnyin pay 3sanb onnadelsy; ay) ‘Auew 10 q
‘suoniqryur jo Suippays POIB[O[ED B 10 Ajbuejuods jo uoneAlyno o)k
~I13Q![3p € Jnoqe 3uryeajop-jias Apusayur 3unyjautos sem 219y} ‘paspug

NOILdWASNOD 40 4017100 Ay



+E CULTURE OF CONSUMPTION

must be aroused, excited, terrified.” While some advertising men de-
plored these habits of mind, others urged adjustment to them through
the use of illustrations, brand names, trademarks, slogans, anything
that might attract the attention of a busy, restless, and easily bored
consumer. Amid a mounting din of product claims, many national
advertisers shifted their focus from presenting information to attracting
attention.*

The shift toward sensational tactics for attracting attention was
accelerated by a broader movement from print to visual modes of
expression. Technical advances in photography, film, and printing pro-
moted a proliferation of images and made an exclusively verbal medium
seem dull by comparison. “American civilization grows more hiero-
glyphic every day,” Vachel Lindsay wrote in The Art of the Motion
Picture (1915). “The cartoons of [Jay Norwood “Ding”] Darling; the
advertisements in the back of the magazines on the billboards and in
the street-cars, the acres of photographs in the Sunday newspapers,
make us into a hieroglyphic civilization far nearer to Egypt than to
England.” Advertising was part of a new visual environment, where
innumerable images jostled for the attention of a mass audience.»

But there was more to the change. By the early 1900s the most
successful advertising agents were trying not only to attract attention
but aggressively to shape consumers’ desires. Albert Lasker of Lord &
Thomas in Chicago typified this new approach by developing a new
style of copy. Rejecting the dignified, low-key approach favored by
professionals at that time, Lasker sought to arouse a strong demand
through high-pressure “salesmanship in print.” By 1904, six years after
joining Lord & Thomas, Lasker owned a quarter interest in the com-
pany and an almost mythic stature within the advertising profession.
Then he met Claude Hopkins, another phrasemaker who had sold as-
tonishing amounts of beer, lard, and patent medicine by using what he
called the “Reason Why” approach. The two men became an enor-
mously successful team, and the term “Reason Why advertising” en-
tered business school textbooks. Ironically it was not reasonable at all:
Hopkins refused to appeal to a buyer’s reason by listing a product’s
qualities; on the contrary he addressed nonrational yearnings by sug-
gesting the ways his client’s product would transform the buyer’s life.
Lord & Thomas writers applied such strategies to patent medicines,
toothpastes, and automobiles. Other agencies followed suit.* Hopkins’s
“Reason Why” pointed advertising away from the product and toward
its alleged effects, away from sober information and toward the thera~
peutic promise of a richer, fuller life.

Therapeutic strategies became institutionalized as some advertis-
ing firms hired psychological consultants. The most conspicuous was
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John B. Watson, who joined the J. Walter Thompson Agency in 1920;
but as early as the 1890s, Printer's Ink was discussing psychology in
advertising, and Walter Dill Scott’s text The Psychology of Advertising
(first published in 1903) was in its third edition when Watson made his
celebrated move. Whatever their theoretical perspective, early psycho-
logical consultants rejected the nineteenth-century view that the mind
was a static collection of “faculties”; instead they followed the “new
psychology” in viewing the psyche as a dynamic organism interacting
in constant process with its environment. To some advertisers, the
implication was clear that human minds were not only malleable but
manipulable. And the most potent manipulation was therapeutic: the
promise that the product would contribute to the buyer’s physical,
psychic, or social well-being; the threat that his well-being would be
undermined if he failed to buy it.¥

For many psychological consultants, therapeutic advertising be-
came a method of social control—a way to arouse consumer demand
by associating products with imaginary states of well-being. Scott, for
example, challenged advertisers to speak more directly to consumers’
desires for sensuous enjoyment. “How many advertisers,” he asked,
“describe a piano so vividly that the reader can hear it? How many food
products are described so that the reader can taste the food? . . . How
many describe an undergarment so the reader can feel the pleasant
contact with his body?” Scott’s approach was shaped by the concept of
suggestion, which dominated academic psychology in the early twen-
tieth century. Scott’s version was that “every idea of a function tends
to call that function into activity, and will do so, unless hindered by a
competing idea or physical impediment.” If an advertiser was persua-
sive enough, he could influence a consumer to act reflexively, without
thought or hesitation.*

Simpleminded as it seemed, Scott’s concept of suggestion embod-
ied an important departure from familiar ideas of autonomy, will, and
choice. It portended a view of human nature that has become common
among advertisers and public relations men throughout the twentieth
century. From this standpoint, human beings were fundamentally un-
thinking and impulsive. “Man has been called the reasoning animal but
he could with greater truthfulness be called the creature of suggestion,”
Scott wrote. “He is reasonable, but he is to a greater extent suggestible.”
In 1912, William A. Shryer’'s Analytical Advertising altogether dis-
missed appeals to reason. Because “the ordinary conduct of life de-
mands but little exercise of reason,” Shryer asserted, “it is. .
unprofitable for the advertiser to center his appeal around copy that
presumes the existence of a function so slightly developed in the aver-
age man.” Lumping individuals en masse, manipulative strategies dis-
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played a growing contempt for “the average man.” It was left to Edward
Bernays, nephew of Freud and “father” of public relations, to provide
an epitaph for bourgeois ideals of individual autonomy and conscious
choice. “The group mind,” he wrote in Propaganda (1928), “does not
think in the strict sense of the word. In place of thoughts it has im-
pulses, habits, emotions.” To ensure that consumption kept pace with
production, Bernays advised, advertisers must learn how to “make cus-
tomers” through an understanding of the “structure, the personality,
the prejudices, of a potentially universal public.”* The advertisers’
job of “making customers” closely paralleled the new political consul-
tants’ aim of “making voters.” From either view, the “public” was no
longer composed of active citizens but rather of manipulable con-
sumers.

In criticizing this shift I do not mean to endorse uncritically a
liberal view of human nature as essentially rational and autonomous.
On the contrary. Advertisers’ growing recognition of human irration-
ality was a pale reflection of the most profound intellectual currents of
the age: a recovery of the unconscious pioneered by Freud and Jung, a
revolt against positivism led by James and Bergson, a broad questioning
of the complacent liberal faith in human reason and progress.® The
problem was that manipulative advertisers distorted this critique of
bourgeois culture beyond recognition. Emphasizing human irrational-
ity, they used that emphasis to limit rather than deepen understanding
of the human condition—to reject human freedom, rather than ack-
nowledge its precariousness. Instead of transcending bourgeois culture,
manipulative advertisers (like early therapists) helped to revitalize and
transform it, creating new modes of hegemony for new managerial
elites in the coming era of corporate capitalism.

Even as psychological consulting helped to legitimize therapeutic
strategies within the advertising profession, many advertisers continued
to resist and deny the changes their business was accelerating. Striving
for professional respectability, the editors of Printers’ Ink assailed “the
patent medicine evil,” insisted on the informational dimension of ad-
vertising, and conducted innumerable “Truth in Advertising” cam-
paigns. The National Association of Advertisers, meeting in Baltimore

1913 under a huge electric sign that spelled TRUTH in ten-foot letters,
adopted what became known as the “Baltimore Truth Declaration”—a
ode of ethics renouncing misleading copy. In part these actions rep-
esented cynical efforts to avoid federal regulation; in part they embod-
ied advertisers’ unease in a consumer culture where all values—
including truth itself—seemed in constant flux. The same double sig-
nificance can be assigned to the constant talk of “sincerity” in advertis-
ing trade journals during the early twentieth century. Many advertising
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men, like other carriers of the therapeutic ethos, were creating a cul-
ture they barely understood and only half desired. !

Yet in their creations—the advertisements themselves—the evi-
dence was unmistakable. To be sure, informational approaches per-
sisted; many products were simply not susceptible to a therapeutic
appeal. But by the 1920s the symbolic universe of national advertising
markedly resemnbled the therapeutic world described by Philip Rieff—a
world in which all overarching structures of meaning had collapsed,
and there was “nothing at stake beyond a manipulative sense of well-
being.”#

It is important to underscore the role of advertising in accelerating
this collapse of meaning. The decline of symbolic structures outside
the self has been a central process in the development of a consumer
culture, joining advertising strategies and the therapeutic ethos. To get
a glimpse of that process, we need first to take a hint from semiologists
and acknowledge that national advertisements constituted a new and
bewildering code, a set of verbal and visual signs for which the referents
were unclear. Unlike therapeutic prescriptions, advertisements were
not meant to be taken literally—or were they? That was the problem.
The new attention-getting strategies, particularly the therapeutic em-
phasis on manipulating feeling rather than presenting information, led
advertisers to a nether realm between truth and falsehood. Promising
relief from feelings of unreality, advertising nevertheless exacerbated
those feelings by hastening what the French sociologist Henri Lefebvre
has called “the decline of the referentials”—the tendency, under cor-
porate capitalism, for words to become severed from any meaningful
referent. Think, for example, of the beating that words like “personal-
ity” and “revolutionary” have taken in the consumer culture. One does
not need to assume a precapitalist unity between word and thing to
concede Lefebvre’s point. Under capitalism, visual and verbal signs
become detached from all traditional associations and meaning in gen-
eral is eroded. The world of advertisements gradually acquired an Alice-
in-Wonderland quality.®

In part this devaluation of meaning involved the misuse of lan-
guage. Apart from the bogus claims of patent medicine men, there were
subtler strategies as well, such as the use of half-truths pioneered by
Claude Hopkins. He played up Schlitz’s steam-cleaned beer bottles as
if the practice were unique, when in fact it was in common use among
all brewing companies. The claim was hardly false, but neither was it
completely true. There was also a common tendency to merge oppo-
sites: Factory-made furniture was associated with “traditional crafts-
manship,” canned foods with “old-fashioned home cooking.” In the
history of advertising, as at other points in our cultural history, the
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innovator presented himself as a traditionalist. And most generally,
the devaluation of verbal meaning was accelerated by the advertisers’
new therapeutic vocabulary, which emphasized diffuse states of feeling
rather than precise information.*

The difficulty was even clearer in the use of illustrations as atten-
tion-getting devices. Farly advertising “cuts” often had no relation to
the product advertised; later illustrations were adopted primarily to as-
sociate pleasure with the buying of the product or fear with the failure
fo buy it. Information was rarely on the agenda. A 1928 Good House-
keeping advertisement for Drano posed the caption “Every waste-pipe
faithfully free flowing . . . every day in the year” beneath a picture of a
nude woman, towel draped over one shoulder, exposing back, shoul-
der, hip, and rump as she watched the water swirl down the drain,
presumably due to Drano. At such times, the distinction between image
and meaning was nearly complete.®

Advertising helped to create a culture in which there were few
symbols rooted in specific customs (as in traditional cultures), nor even
many signs with specific referents (as in Victorian print culture). There
were only floating, detached images that (like the flickering faces in the
movies) promised therapeutic feelings of emotional or sensuous excite-
ment. But fulfillment seemed always just out of reach.

It seems sensible, then, to view advertising as the official art of
twentieth-century capitalist culture, as the sociologist Michael Schud-
son has suggested. A counterpart to the poster art of Communist soci-
eties, advertising was garish rather than drab, titillating rather than
didactic, and ceaselessly open to aesthetic novelty. It was no accident
that by the 1920s and 1930s advertising had begun to assimilate the
allegedly rebellious impulses of aesthetic “modernism.” As the advertis-
ing executive Ernest Elmo Calkins recalled, “Modernism offered the
opportunity of expressing the inexpressible, of suggesting not so much
a motor car as speed, not so much a gown as style, not so much a
compact as beauty.” It offered, in other words, not information but
feeling. Indeed one modernist strain specifically attacked the whole
notion of content and meaning in art. From this view the advertisement
(like the painting) was not a communication but a thing unto itself.
Form was all.*

Only a handful of advertising men would have gone that far; most
were convinced that they were communicating information about
products. My point is not that we should ignore content in advertise-
ments but that we should keep in mind their impact on all contents, all
meanings outside the narrow sphere of personal well-being. The cor-
rosion of meaning was gradual and largely unintended. National adver-
tisers rarely attacked familiar values; instead they suggested a new set
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of values centering around the therapeutic promise of psychic security
and fulfillment.

The earlier, prudential form of the therapeutic ethos was fore-
shadowed in the many Victorian advertisements that appropriated the
prestige of science and played on intimate self-doubts while promising
to restore or preserve the buyer’s health and beauty. But after the turn
of the century this approach became more intrusive as advertisers. in-
creasingly invaded that allegedly private sphere, the family, to promise
the maintenance of domestic harmony through intelligent consump-
tion. In 1900 Cook’s flaked rice gave away a rag doll with every large
package, warning that “Christmas is coming!” and “the children’s plea-
sure must be planned for.” Husbands and wives alike were constantly
needled about their domestic roles. If husbands failed to provide a
Laun-dry-ette or"an Aetna Life Insurance policy, advertisements im-
plied, their wives would soon degenerate into humpbacked slatterns. If
wives overlooked the Puffed Rice or the Pro-Phy-Lac-Tic toothbrush,
their children faced malnutrition and pyorrhea. The domestic ideal,
long a focal point of Victorian morality, was being redefined to fit the
new consumer culture.

A characteristic therapeutic strategy linked domestic responsibili-
ties with nostalgia for a pristine, “natural” state. “Mothers, do you not
know that children crave natural food until you pervert their taste by
the use of unnatural food?” a Shredded Wheat advertisement asked in
1903. “Unnatural food develops unnatural and therefore wrong pro-
pensities and desires in children.” This marked an approach that has
become even more common in our own time. The advertiser defined
the “natural” as the good, implied that modern life was full of artificial
imitations, and promised salvation through his product—which was
ironically all the more natural in this case since it was “made in the
most hygienic and scientific food laboratory in the world.”

The appeal to nature addressed the half-conscious nostalgia of
cosmopolitan elites. As the ties to their own past attenuated, the urban
bourgeoisie became more susceptible to the commodified version of the
past served up in national advertisements. Or so it seems when one
surveys the advertisements in such middle- and upper-class periodicals
as Good Housekeeping, The American Magazine, Harper's Weekly, or
the Saturday Evening Post. These were aimed not only at old-style
entrepreneurs but also at the mobile, metropolitan professionals and
managers who staffed the developing corporate system. Housewives
among this group were more likely to respond to the nostalgia peddled
(for example) by the Mennen Company in “Aunt Belle’s Comfort Let-
ters,” which began in Good Housekeeping in 1920. “Aunt Belle is a real
person and that is her real name. She really understands babies. She
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vould like to correspond with you about your baby.” It is a little pa-
hetic, this appeal to isolated young mothers who may have yearnfd for
«in and community advice even as they sought v1gorously to be “mod-
arn.” As ancestral authority grew culturally or geographically remote,
advertisements replaced it with a merger of corporate and therapeutic
uthority—but often in a pseudotraditional guis_e.“". .

More commonly the new forms of authority invoked by gdve;rtxs-
ng were overtly medical. The white-coated doctor became‘a ublqmtoqs
jgure in advertising of the 1910s and 1920s. A 1920 advertisement typi-
fied the dark side of the new religion of health.

Is your child

Run down
Frail
Delicate
Underdeveloped
Pale
Always tired
Easily upset
Irritable
Backward in school
Not himself?

These are signs of malnutrition!

Citing two doctors, the advertisement warned t]’}at “one child in every
three—rich and poor alike—is undernourished.” The way out? Quaker
50

Oats'By the 1920s appeals to anxiety had intensiﬁed_ and spread. Wat-
son’s Scott Tissue campaign warned that harsh toilet papers caused
irritation that “is not only a source of discomfort but also a possible seat
of infection.” One advertisement showed a photograph of a woman
lying despondent in a hospital bed, a concerned friend hovering at her
side; another showed a team of surgeons preparing to operate on a
hapless victim of harsh paper. Social fears, too, were more overtly
addressed. Before about 1920, Listerine antiseptic presented“ ltse:lf as a
wound dressing; after that time it became an aptidote for h::htosns,
cautioning any young man whose wife rejected his advances to “suspect
yourself first!” Inventive maladies became the or.der of the day. In a
1928 advertisement, the purgative Pluto Water pictured a young man
moping amidst an effervescent crowd: “. . . he uged to be‘ the life of t_he
party . . . [but now he has] AS’I‘HENIA"—a.m):stenoq‘sﬁ _lgsmtqde resulting
from prolonged constipation. In advertising's s_'ymbth universe,- both
AsWRKdism-and.gstracism were omnipresent threatsto a-secure sense of
selfhood.*!
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In the emerging other-directed society of managers and profes-
sionals, advertisements increasingly assumed the importance of creat-
ing a pleasant social self. After the turn of the century, men’s toiletries
were no longer merely grooming aids; they became keys to success and
barriers against embarrassment. Women as well were reminded repeat-
edly about the possibilities of giving offense through bad breath, yellow
teeth, body odors, and shabby home furnishings. In advertising’s sym-
bolic universe, the allegedly sacrosanct home became a testing ground
for other-directed housewives. Guests were everywhere in Good House-
keeping during the 1920s—evaluating food, furniture, children’s behavy-
ior, even the bathroom drains. From the advertisers’ point of view, the
bathroom became “the showroom of your home.” Epitomizing the older
therapeutic ideal of well-managed health, a spotless bathroom became
a focus for female achievement. The culmination of this tendency ap-
peared in 1930, when Brunswick toilet seats printed the following cap-

tion beneath a phqtograph of women sipping coffee in an upper-class
living room:

“And . . . did you notice the bathroom?” At that moment the hostess reentered
the room. She just barely overheard. But it was more than enough. She began
talking about Junior, about bridge, anything—but like chain lightning her mind
reviewed the bathroom. She saw it suddenly as a guest must see it, saw the one
detail that positively clamored for criticism. >

That one offending detail was the obsolete wooden toilet seat; the ap-
peal to other-directed anxieties could hardly be carried further. To
paraphrase Sartre: In the new consumer culture, hell was—truly—
other people.

Yet other-direction could embody aspiration as well as anxiety. By
the 1890s, while many advertisements still exploited fears of giving of-
fense, others began to address longings for a more vibrant personality
and a fuller life. From this new perspective, toothpaste might do more
than prevent “acid mouth” and “pink toothbrush”; it might also provide
the consumer with a positively dazzling smile and (ultimately) intense
romantic experience.” While the same performance ethic underlay
both approaches, the newer one upped the emotional ante. Rooted in
doctrines of psychic abundance, it promised revitalization rather than
maintenance—a self not only made whole but made vigorous.

The newer abundance-oriented approach appeared earliest and
most clearly in health-related advertising. As early as 1873 an advertise-
ment for Tarrant’s Seltzer in Harper's Weekly noted that “thousands of
people who are not actually sick complain that they are—‘never well.’ ”
This feeling of enervation promoted yearnings not merely for well-
regulated health but also for abundant vitality; during the 1890s
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advertisers began addressing those yearnings diFecntly. Pilinfe's Celery
Compound was promising to “increase the appetxte" and ‘brighten the
eye,” Pabst Malt Extract to give “vim and bounce.” By 1‘913 an adver-
tisement for the White Cross Electric Vibrator was telling readers' of
The American Magazine that “nine out of ten people are only half altye.
How about yourself? Vibration is life. It will ghase away the years like
magic . . . you will realize thoroughly the joy of"hw_ng. Your_ self-
respect, even, will be increased a hundred-fold.” Like gl)_l{qdance
therapy, this newer approach offered unprecedented possibilities for
rejuvenated life at full throttle.>* '

That promise spread beyond the realm pf health pro@ucts; it be-
came diffused among other varieties of advertising, though it was often
expressed more obliquely. In 1916, for example, I;Iomse Bx]!lards became
the “year-round sport that banishes brain-fag, aids dlgestlon, and puts
new blood into folks who work all day!” and Lucky Strike appended the
following jingle to a familiar winter scene:

A glassy pond—

A red-cheeked maid—

And, mingling with the frosty air
The rich relish of Lucky Strike
In sweet-crusted pipe

Or fragrant cigarette

That's the sport to make

The red blood leap and tingle!

No other tobacco gives you that old tasty yum-yum out-of-doors smack you get
from Lucky Strike.*

Women as well as men proved an inviting audience for ,f)ffe;s’ of
revitalization. In 1924, Ellen J. Buckland, a “graduate nurse wnt'mg
for Kotex in Good Housekeeping noted that ‘ft}}e mods:m woman lnv§s
every day of her life” thanks to improved femmlnc? hygnene.. Here again
there was the implicit assumption that without scientifically sanctl_oned
consumer goods one missed out on full life..The same year, Cantnleyer
Shoes pictured a fagged-out mother in a wicker chair: “Tired aqd list-
less, she sinks back in a chair to envy little children at play, to }leh for
their energy, their easy activity. Not so long ago §he, too, was joyously
active. Her feet were young. And they can be again. At this time of year
there is gladness in the air and renewed life for those happy folks whose
feet are young.” In a culture increasingly enalpored of youth, the prom-
ise of rejuvenation touched women with particular force *

Women played a critical role in the spread“ of qlder and newer
therapeutic strategies. They led in forming the helping professions
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that promoted therapeutic ideals; they dominated the clientele of mind
cure and the Emmanuel Movement. Advertising trade journals con-
stantly emphasized the importance of reaching women, who (it was
assumed) managed household purchasing, read advertisements avidly,
and proved especially vulnerable to emotional appeals. Good House-
keeping reinforced these conventional assumptions by acclaiming “The
New Shopping” as a science that would be pioneered by female con-
sumers who had received instruction from advertisers and other profes-
sionals.> ,

There is no doubt that many women were victimized in new ways
by the leaders of the consumer culture. As daminant values were revi-
talized and transformed through ingorporation--ef-the-thetipeutic
ethos, the chief beneficiaries were the upper-class male executives who
managed the developing corporate system. There was no male conspir-
acy. Rather, tendencies inherent in the therapeutic ethos helped t
defuse demands for female equality. Feminist political claims were de
fected int6 quests for psychic satisfaction through high-style consump-
tion. The emphasis on self-realization thirough enrotional Fulfllment,
the devaluation of public life in favor of .a leisure world of intense v
private experience, the need to construct a pleasing “self” by purchas-
ing consumer goods—these therapeutic imperatives helped to domes-
ticate the drive toward female emancipation. With great fanfare,
advertisers offered women the freedom to smoke Lucky Strikes or buy
“natural” corsets. They promised fake liberation through consumption,
and many women accepted this new version of male hegemony.

But it is easy to exaggerate the sexual dimensions of hegemony. x

Men, too, were being eased into conformity with all levels of the cor-
porate system. As frequently as women, they were the target of thera-
peutic appeals. And even the relatively comfortable could be victimized }
in subtle ways. Promising wholeness or rejuvenation, advertisers ad- |
dressed those immersed in routine work or domestic drudgery; they held)
out the hope that life could be perpetually fulfilling; and they implied
that one ought to strive for that fulfillment through consumption.

By 1930 the therapeutic ethos was far more pervasive and intense
than it had been in the 1880s. The older prudential style had spread;
the newer abundance orientation had taken hold and had been applied
even to products having little to do with health. The clearest illustration
of this change appeared in automobile advertising. Pre-World War I
advertisements were nearly all based on the straightforward presenta-
tion of technical details. By the twenties they were virtually devoid of
information; instead they promised style, status, or escape to an exotic
“real life” far from the reader’s ordinary experience. The earlier ads
assumed a knowledgeable, rational audience; the later ones offered
therapeutic fulfillment of nonrational longings.?
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It would be a mistake to read the changes in advertising as a direct
,iédication of value changes in the advertisers’ audience. Like the pro-
liferating therapies, changes in advertising represented a shift in ofhcial
J{rms and expectations, not a ground swell of popular sentiment. Un-
like therapies, moreover, advertisements did not always contain direct
prescriptions for behavior. And the advertisers’ audience was neither as
passive nor as gullible as critics sometimes assumed. Ever since the
days of P. T. Barnum, at least a few advertisers had called attention to
their own humbug for its entertainment value; exaggerated claims and
publicity stunts were part of the confidence game pervading market
society. As the historian Neil Harris has observed, Barnum’s audiences
expected humbug and admired his skill at it. There was a kind of inside
joke between the humbug and the suckers. Twentieth-century advertis-
ing institutionalized this joke by mass-producing a fantasy world of wish
fulfillment. No doubt many ordinary Americans refused to embrace
this world literally, but they were drawn into it for its entertainment
value—the sensual appeal of its illustrations, the seductiveness of bask-
ing (however briefly) in the promise of self-realization through con-
sumption. Many advertisements took their place alongside other mass
diversions—the amusement park, the slick-paper romance, the movies.
None demanded to be taken literally or even all that seriously; yet all
promised intense “real life” to their clientele, and all implicitly defined
“real life” as something outside the individual's everyday experience.®

A web of connections joined national advertising, the therapeutic .

ethos, and the new forms of mass entertainment. One can see those
connections, for example, in the cult of youthful vitality surrounding
stars like Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks, and in the star system
itself. As the historian Lary May observes, “A star—unlike the nine-
teenth century character actor—was a young person who experimented
with a number of roles, identities, and styles.”¢ He was other-directed,
creating and recreating a series of personalities according to the expec-
tations of his producer and his audience. Further, movies and adver-
tisements alike engaged in a therapeutic renovation of sensuality—
cleansing sex of Victorian associations with poverty, disease, and dirt;
locating eroticism in settings characterized by affluence, respectability,
and, above all, health. Cecil B. De Mille’s famous bath scenes closely
paralleled advertisements for toiletries and bathroom fixtures: All pre-
sented half-nude females in scenes of cleanliness and opulence; all
sanitized sex by associating it with health and high-level consumption.®

The clearest example of these connections was the career of
Douglas Fairbanks—*“Mr. Electricity,” a tyro of abundant energy who
was one of the first film stars to endorse products for pay. Therapeutic
ideals, advertising, and mass amusement merged in Fairbanks’s popular
film His Picture in the Papers (1916). Fairbanks plays a young man who
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works in his father’s office. The father is a dour vegetarian and temper-
ance man; the son outwardly conforms to the paternal code but con-
ceals a martini mix in his lunch bag. Rebelling against enervated
refinement, the son learns to box, becomes attractive to several New
Women, and ultimately acquires enough pep to rescue a big business-
man from criminals. When reporters ask the secret of his strength, the
young man answers “Pringle Products”—the cereal his father's com-
pany makes. Pringle Products sell merrily, now advertised as the cre-
ators of robust fun-lovers rather than boring vegetarians.® His Picture
in the Papers typified the cultural packaging of Fairbanks. The film, like
Fairbanks’s whole career, suggested that in the new social world of the
corporate system, the middle- or lower-level manager could tolerate
dull work and bureaucratic paternalism, provided he had the chance to
pursue intense experience in his leisure time. A quest for self-realiza-
tion through consumption compensated for a loss of autonomy on the
job. Therapeutic ideals converged with advertising and mass amuse-
ment to promote new forms of cultural hegemony.

‘ Yet the human agents of that process often had other ends in
view. Certainly many advertising executives would have been horrified
to Fhink of themselves as manipulators or mass entertainers; they re-
mau.led committed to truth and convinced they were providing a public
service. In part this was the self-serving myopia of the powerful. I do
not mean to suggest that all advertising men were complex and trou-
bled: Many were surely stupid and self-deceiving. Claude Hopkins's
autobiography, for example, is a tale told by an egotist, full of heroic
triumphs won through sheer force of will, signifying its author’s moral
obtuseness.® But some of even the most forward-looking executives
were not merely confused; they were also troubled by nostalgia and
doubt.

This complexity marked the career of Bruce Barton. His work is
worth close examination because it illustrates nearly all my major ar-
guments: that the therapeutic ethos often stemmed from personal
quests for selfhood in an ambiguous moral universe; that therapeutic
ideals linked diverse components of the new consumer culture; that the
transformation of cultural hegemony was shaped by half-conscious
psychic needs as well as by conscious class interests; and that even the
most enthusiastic apostles of change could be troubled by persistent
dou!)t. As a young man, Bruce Barton grew discontented with the
“weightless” Christianity he had been offered in Sunday school. Since
Barton’s father was a liberal Congregational minister, the problem was
intensely personal. Eager to please his father yet determined to estab-
lish a solid sense of independent selfhood, Barton sought to revitalize
his religious faith by suffusing it with therapeutic ideals of “personal -
growth” and “abundant life.” Most important for my purposes, those
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ideals tied together the many strands of his career. Barton was an influ-
ential popularizer of a therapeutic version of Christianity, a fqunder of
a major advertising firm, and a phenomenally successfql.sllqk-paper
journalist—an early expert at concocting the blend of t}tlllatlon and
uplift that constituted mass entertainment in the twentieth century.
Animated by therapeutic ideals, Barton’s work entwined and expr.essed
the major preoccupations of the emerging consumer culture. Yet it also
embodied fitful protest against that culture. Sometimes clinging to
older bourgeois values, sometimes doubting the worth of his own vo-
cation, Barton yearned for transcendent meaning even as his profession
corroded it. His personal turmoil has a broader historical significance:
It illuminates the moral and psychological conflicts at the heart of our
consumer culture.

THERAPY, ADVERTISING, AND DOUBT:
BRUCE BARTON

Barton was born in 1886, the first child of Esther Bushnell and William
Eleazar Barton. His father soon became an eminent Congregational
pastor in Qak Park, Illinois, as well as a popular biographer of Lincpln.
In 1907, during his senior year at Amherst, Barton won a fellowship to
study history at the University of Wisconsin. A restless, driven student,
he had finished undergraduate work in three and a half years and had
been selected to Phi Beta Kappa. But soon after graduation Barton’s
psychic and physical health collapsed; he gave up the fellowship gnd
went to a railroad camp in Montana for revitalization through physical
labor. After six months he left Montana to travel aimlessly. The whole
postgraduate period of drift, Barton recalled, caused “great cﬁstress_,
both to myself and to my parents.” He performed well enough in busi-
ness but had no interest in it; he gave up attractive job offers “merely
because I was tired and had no ambition.” Finally he sought success in
journalism but floundered; several magazines failed under'his editor-
ship. Then in 1913 his laudatory article on the evangelist Billy Sunday
in Collier's caught the eye of John Siddall, editor of The American
Magazine, who hired Barton as a major contributor. The following year
Barton took over the editorship of Every Week, a syndicated Sunday
supplement that typified the new mass-market journalism. In 1919 Bar-
ton turned to more lucrative pursuits. He and Roy S. Durstine founded
the advertising agency that by the 1920s had become the fourth largest
in the United States—Batten, Barton, Durstine, and Osborne. Yet Bar-
ton continued to pour out magazine articles and inspirational books,
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including The Man Nobody Knows (1925), an extraordinarily successful
best-seller that presented Jesus as “the founder of modern business.” ¢

Historians have usually dismissed Barton as an archetype of busi-
ness vulgarity in the 1920s, but his writings even at their crudest are
historically significant. They reveal the importance of therapeutic ideals
in fusing a cohesive consumer culture. Melding therapeutic religiosity
with an ideology of consumption, Barton retailored Protestant Chris-
tianity to fit the sleek new corporate system. Rejecting the “weightless-
ness” of liberal Protestant sentimentality, yearning for a more vigorous
and manly religion, Barton produced a creed even more vacuous than
its predecessor.%

In his earliest articles for the Chicago Home Herald, a nonde-
nominational religious magazine, Barton began to merge religion with
therapy and corporate business. His “Peers of the Pulpit” series (1908)
celebrated eminent divines for their success in building up church
membership through modern business methods, including advertising.
One of these ministers was the Reverend A. C. Dixon, pastor of the
church founded by Dwight L. Moody in Chicago, who sent men into
the streets with “floats” advertising his lunch-hour meetings at the
Great Northern Theater. He also wrote a weekly newspaper column
where, in Dixon’s words, “I put the gospel white hot before a million
readers.” Advertising, spectacle, and self-promotion were already being
widely adopted by urban Protestants, and Barton applauded them for
it. He also lauded ministers who belied their profession’s weak-sister
image. Billy Sunday, above all, seemed to Barton to embody energy
and virility. Focusing on Sunday and others, Barton began to create a
cult of ministerial personality rooted in nineteenth-century antecedents
but well suited to a new and therapeutic version of Christianity.’

By his late twenties, Barton had found his voice as a therapeutic
ideologue. Like Hall and Fosdick, he exalted Jesus as a healthy person-
ality. A Young Man’s Jesus (1914) presented Jesus as “a young man
glowing with physical strength and the joy of living” who had “our
bounding pulses, our hot desires,” not to mention “perfect teeth.” And
this Jesus would enthusiastically attend the spectacles of the consumer
culture. “If there were a world’s championship series in town, we might
look for Him there,” Barton wrote. This refashioning of Jesus was only
part of Barton’s promotion of the therapeutic ethos. His Every Week
editorials frequently stressed the importance of health in attaining
“maximum efficiency” and told young men how “to grow instead of
stagnate.” His book titles suggested the willed optimism of the search
for self-realization: More Power to You (1917), It's a Good Old World
(1920), On the Up and Up (1929).6

During the 1920s, Barton slipped his promotional activities into
high gear. Besides The Man Nobody Knows, he published The Book
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Nobody Knows (1926) and What Can a Man Believe? (1927), two other
books that also sought to trim faith down to fit the business creed. In
the American Magazine, Barton interviewed other leading therapeutic
ideologues. G. Stanley Hall told him “How You Can Do More and Be
More.” Harry Emerson Fosdick recommended the belief in immortality
as a tonic, “lifting us at moments of crisis out of lassitude and onto a
wave of great deeds.” Fosdick also epitomized Barton’s cult of minister-
ial personality. Vigorous, muscular, “Dr. Fosdick is 44 years old and
looks as if he spent every morning in a gym,” Barton marveled. Else-
where, Barton warned against “the petty thoughts that fritter away
power,” urged faith as a cure for depression, and presented Jesus as a
psychotherapist. In Palestine two thousand years ago, Barton told Good
Housekeeping readers in 1928, “Whoever was mentally unbalanced,
whoever had suffered a nervous breakdown, was said to have a devil.
The devils which Jesus expelled from sick folk were the devils of shat-
tered nerves and divided minds, what we term ‘complexes.” ” And, Bar-
ton implied, he can do the same for you. Like many of his
contemporaries, both within and without the churches, Barton reduced
Christianity to a therapeutic agent.®

During the same period, Barton linked therapeutic ideals of “‘?"'
joyment” and “growth” to the brave new consumer culture. Having
interviewed Henry Ford for The American Magazine, Barton hailed the
installment plan and the five-dollar day as signs that a repressive era
was ending. Calling for training in “creative leisure,” Barton rejected
“the old fashioned notion that the chief end in life is a steadily growing
savings account, and that one must eliminate all pleasures fl’On)l' his
vigorous years in order to prepare for possible want in old age.” He
insisted that “life is meant to live and enjoy as you go along. . . . If self-
denial is necessary I'll practice some of it when I'm old and not try to
do all of it now. For who knows? 1 may never be old.”” The unwilling-
ness to postpone gratification became a hallmark of the dominant cul-
ture under corporate capitalism.

Barton, like other prophets of consumption, tied this multiplica-
tion of wants to a larger scheme of progress. Victorian moralists had
long linked work and progress, had long assumed that civilizations (like
individuals) must not stand still. But Barton’s scheme was slightly dif-
ferent: One worked in order to satisfy wants for consumer goods, not
because one had to survive or because one was commnitted to Victorian
notions of character. In fact, Barton often seemed to dismiss character
formation in favor of personal magnetism and social poise. Success, he
said, is “eighty-five percent . . . personality.” In 1922 he told A,merica’r}
Magazine readers “What to Do If You Want to Sit at the Boss’s Desk™:
Learn to express yourself clearly, put yourself in the boss’s place, know
his petty likes and dislikes, and shape your own habits and preferences
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accordingly—down to and including the choice of a necktie. Barton’s
views on success often seemed tailor-made for the other-directed world
of the corporate bureaucracy. And if individuals required a pleasing
“image,” so did corporations. Echoing Bernays and other public rela-
tions consultants, Barton said in 1929 that the greatest question facing
business was “How are great aggregates of capital going to make them-
selves not merely tolerated but actually liked?” Therapeutic ideals of
personality and popularity were assimilated to corporate needs.”

Barton’s advertising copy assisted that assimilation. Though he
was preoccupied with managerial decisions and his own journalism, the
advertisements he did write reflected the wider diffusion of therapeutic
strategies. He specialized in snappy slogans, such as “A man may be
down but he’s never out” for the Salvation Army, but he also wrote
institutional advertisements, such as the one for Bankers' Trust Com-
pany (1928) which emphasized the “radiant personality” of the bank’s
president, Henry Davison. Advertising the Oakland Motor Car in 1928,
Barton resisted the manufacturer’s plea for a technical description,
dimissing it as a “product job” and urging instead an emphasis on style
and “popular favor.” In short, Barton's approach to copy was closely
attuned to the transformation affecting the advertising profession at
large.”? ’

The Man Nobody Knows contained the clearest evidence of Bar-
ton’s importance as a cultural weather vane. While the Y.M.C.A. and
other liberal Protestant groups had long been urging Barton to repub-
lish A Young Man’s Jesus, Barton’s The Man Nobody Knows was more
than a restatement of his earlier book. The new book joined advertising
ideology to therapeutic ideals of abundant vitality and intense experi-
ence, suffusing the Whole with an atriosphere of religiosity. Barton’s
Jesus personified personal magnetism and outdoor living. He was no
weak-kneed Lamb of God; “no flabby priest or money changer cared to
try conclusions with that arm.” His personality was not fragmented or
divided against itself; all responded to his “consuming sincerity” and
“the steel-like hardness of his nerves.” Women adored him. The_most
popular dinner guest in Jerusalem, this vibrant Jesus was also the most/

B S R I :
successful advertising man in history—a master self-promoter who cre-
ated “big stories” by healinig the sick and provoking controversy. His
parables were models of advertising copy—simple, condensed, repeti-
tive, sincere. Indeed, “sincerity glistened like sunshine through every
sentence he uttered.” Far from denying life, his creed enhanced it. “He
did not come to establish a theology but to lead a life,” Barton wrote.
“Living more healthfully than any of his contemporaries, he spread
health wherever he went.” He offered righteousness as the path to “a
happier, more satisfying way of living.” 7

This was not merely a businessman’s Jesus, but a Jesus fashioned

/
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to meet widespread longings for “more abundant life” and a revitalized
sense of selfhood. It comes as no surprise that The Man Nobody Knows
was soon made into a motion picture, or that Cecil B. De Mille hired
Barton as a consultant on King of Kings (1926), Hollywood’s first Bibli-
cal spectacular. Barton’s version of Jesus was a perfect emblem of the
“real life” peddled by therapeutic ideologues, advertising men, and the
makers of mass entertainment.’

For all that, Barton was neither a cynical huckster nor a one-
fimensional man. Eager to believe in his own optimistic vision, he was
nevertheless troubled by it. His writing often reflected the nostalgia
implicit in_the therapeutic ethos. Celebrating economic development
and personal growth, ié"Worried about their impact on stable commu-
nities and secure identities. Complaining about the pace of life in New
York, he noted the anxious faces on Wall Street and observed in irrita-
jon that “before a building has acquired the decent drabness of age it
s torn out by the roots and a gay new structure leaps to the sky.” He
searned fitfully for the rural and the natural. As early as 1908, having
ust returned from his regenerative stint in Montana, he asserted that
‘the open life of the country still gives men better opportunities to live
1atural lives, which means better lives.” Throughout his young man-
100d, Barton remained nervous, driven, and plagued by a worsening
nsomnia that finally drove him to a sanatorium for a brief period in
1928. An earlier generation might have called him “neurasthenic.” Of-
ice work and modemn life in general often seemed “artificial” to him;
‘true producers” remained on the land. Despite Barton’s zeal for a
herapeutic consumer culture, he sustained deep commitment to an
magined simpler past.”

There was more involved here than nostalgia. Barton was genu-
nely divided between consumer and producer values. In one breath he
yraised personality and teamwork as agents of success; in the next,
sharacter and individual initiative. His son could have any job he
vanted, Barton said, as long as he had to start at the bottom so he could
earn to scuffle and hustle. Even as Barton extolled the merits of the
sorporate system, he complained in 1922 that young WASP males of
1s own class no longer had “the courage to dive off the dock” into
ndividual enterprise.

Chis courage used to be pretty common in America. . . . But what are the
lescendants of the Yankee traders doing now? They're wearing white collars
ind saying “Yes, sir” and “No, sir,” and “Right away, sir” to the sons of men
vho came over in the steerage, or off the farms, and built businesses of their
wwn out of nothing but nerve.”

This was a new concern, rooted in old republican fears of elite decgy.
n fact, Barton fretted like any republican about the effects of prosperity
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on moral fiber. “It is the men who ‘stand like a beaten anvil’ who have
done the great things,” Barton wrote in 1926. “But men can't stand like
beaten anvils if they're made of French pastry, or are wrapped up al-
ways in the gentle softness of prosperity.”” Apologist for a new econ-
omy of abundance, leisure, and high-level consumption, Barton was
also at times its bitter critic.

In part, this inner conflict stemmed from Barton’s own search for
an identity that measured up to his father’s. The father-son tension
mirrored a broader clash of values: between the older Protestant super-
naturalism and the newer therapeutic ethos, between producer and
consumer cultures. Bruce Barton remained suspended between two
worlds. Troubled by his inability to enter “his father’s business” of
preaching, Barton may also have sensed at times that his therapeutic
ideals were hollow even by comparison to liberal Christianity. As a boy,
young Bruce had worshiped his father and had dreamed of someday
sharing a pulpit with him. But during his senior year at Amherst, Bruce
turned away from the ministry—not, he claimed, because he had lost
his faith or because the financial rewards were inadequate. “Rather,
the thought of the ministry began to lose its appeal as I came to know
myself, to realize that never under any possible conditions could I be
as successful in it as my father had been.” Now, Barton wrote in 1914,
“I try to convince myself that I am doing as important a thing in my
business as he did in his. . . . But. . . I fall somehow short of being
assured.” Even after he had scaled the heights of power and popularity,
Barton may have felt himself a Barnum, a bit of a humbug in his
father’s long shadow.™

The problem was not that William E. Barton was a stern patriarch.
Far from it: His liberal Protestantism anticipated and paved the way for
his son’s banalities. “I am prepared to expect that men will interpret
Christ in the phraseology of another and later age,” the elder Barton
told his congregation in 1898. He collapsed nature and the supernatu-
ral, exalted electric lights and radios as evidence of Providential design
in the universe, and celebrated Jesus for creating a religion of “more
abundant life.” As he grew older, William Barton grew more liberal
theologically, embraced the Chamber of Commerce mentality of his
suburban flock, and collaborated sympathetically in the planning, re-
search, and writing of his son’s books.”

If anything, the father was too helpful. By all accounts Bruce
adored his father and wanted to please him, but continuing dependence
on the father may have generated a quiet desperation in the son. Par-
ticularly in his two books on Jesus, Bruce Barton seemed determined to
throw off the burden of a religious past that was associated with his
father. “It is time,” he wrote in A Young Man'’s Jesus, “for those of us
who are this side of thirty-five to unite and take back our Jesus.” It was
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a conflict of generations, a question of youth versus age. The intrqduc-
tion to The Man Nobody Knows was an acerbic attack on the snckl)_'—
sweet image of Christ that Barton had been presented throughqut his
youth. One can assume that his clergyman father pl‘ay.ed a role in that
presentation. Barton’s critique of mainstrearp Christianity may.hagloe
been in part a veiled and oblique outburst against paternal au,thonty..

Yet any hints of hostility were overshadowed by Barton’s admira-
tion for his father. Always an outwardly dutiful son, Bruce ,Barton even
dedicated A Young Man’s Jesus to his father, “a young man's preacher.
Revering an idealized image of paternal authorlty,.tl.le son remained
half convinced that he could never meet the .mmlstenal sta.ndafd.
Doubting the worth of his own vocation, he tried to endpw it with
religious significance. Even more than success mythol.oglsts before
him, Barton strained to find a religious vocabulary for busmess_ success.
“Should an Industry have a Soul?” he asked. Yes! and.busmessmen
should have faith—in the United States, in the busmess system,
and above all in themselves. It was no accident, Ba;ton claimed, that
credit, the basis of modern business, was derived from credo:
I believe.® ' .

Even Barton’s most ringing declarations of independence revealed
his continuing insecurity about the identity he had chosen. Far frorp
debasing Jesus into a businessman, Barton sought to trapsform bugl-
nessmen into ministers of Christ. It was nonsense, he q]almed, to dis-
tinguish between “work and religious work. Echoing 'tradlt!ongl
Protestant ideas, Barton was certain Jesus knew that “{111 busmess”m his
father’s business. All work is worship. All useful service prayer. And
most important, Jesus established Barton’s own particular l?rand of ser-
vice—advertising. The most dynamic young men on Madison Avenue
were writing modern versions of Jesus’s parables, Bartpn suggested,
with the same high purpose. The most effective advert,semf':nts were
“written by men who have an abiding respect for thg intelligence of
their readers, and a deep sincerity regarding the merits of the goods
they have to sell.® ' . _

Barton protested too much. Insistently equating business wﬁh
transcendent “service,” he eased his personal transition from salvation
to self-realization by denying that it had occurred. ,The new corporate
system was not secular but divine; that was Bgrton s message. But the
stridency with which he repeated it betrayed his continuing self-doubt,
and the enthusiasm with which his audiences recelved, it suggested that
they shared his need for self-assurance. Giveq Barton’s enormous pop-
ularity, it seems fair to say that his writings arpculated‘ w1de§pread long-
ings. In the Barton collection at the University of Wisconsin there are

hundreds of letters responding warmly to his writings. Most are typed
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on business letterheads; but some are crudely handwritten, in pencil,
on torn notepaper, from secretaries, stock boys, and barely literate
marginal men. Whatever their source, their main message was grati-
tude—for recognizing the spiritual nature of business enterprise, for
making Jesus seem human and “real,” for giving hope in times of de-
spair. Neither Barton nor his audience could remain at ease in the
emerging consumer culture. Implicitly acknowledging that the older
Protestant supernaturalism seemed bankrupt, they still longed for trans-
cendent meaning and purpose in a secularizing society. For many, the
only available ideals were therapeutic; and Bruce Barton supplied them.
Spiritualizing the corporate system, he provided a theology for a secular
age.

In his later years, Barton wrote fewer articles and books, turning
his attention to politics. He was elected to Congress from Manhattan’s
“silk-stocking district” in 1938; for a time he was considered a vice-
presidential or even presidential possibility. Until his death in 1967, he
kept a hand in at the B.B.D. & O. office, devising (for example) a
therapeutic appeal that urged nervous Americans to “un-tense” with
Lucky Strikes. In 1948-49, lighting Luckies at tense moments became
“the way to keep younger and get some fun out of life.” And in 1952 his
advertising agency handled the packaging of Dwight D. Eisenhower.
But during this later period Barton retreated into private life. His chief
cultural importance lies in his early career as success mythologist, ad-
vertising executive, and therapeutic ideologue.

Bruce Barton’s early career suggests some larger speculations
about the changing dominant culture in the early twentieth century.
His enthusiasm for a therapeutic culture of consumption arose not only
from his class interests but also from his half-conscious effort to realize
a secure and independent sense of selfhood. The effort was never un-
ambiguously successful; the enthusiasm was always clouded by uncer-
tainty. Barton’s career suggests that the convergence of national
advertising and therapeutic ideals strongly reinforced the spreading cul-
ture of consumption; but it also suggests that the process was generated
by unfocused anxieties as well as deliberate strategies.

The therapeutic ethos, which united so many facets of the con-
sumer culture, originated in the thickets of the troubled self. Private
needs had unintended public consequences. Advertising executives
played a central role in promoting the consumer culture, but they
sometimes resisted and often only unwittingly reinforced the changes
that were under way. Raymond Williams, referring to contemporary
Britain, has put the matter well: “The skilled magicians, the masters of
the masses, must be seen as ultimately involved in the general weakness
which they not only exploit but are exploited by. . . . Advertising is



Th. CULTURE OF CONSUMPTION

then no longer merely a way of selling goods, it is a true part of the
culture of a confused society.” % My evidence suggests that by the early
twentieth century this was already the case in America; and that by the
1920s there was a larger Lost Generation, whose members haunted
luncheon club and bedroom suburb as well as bistro and atelier.
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